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The Division of Early Childhood (DEC) has recognized family-centered practice 
as the recommended model of service delivery for early intervention.  A key component 
of family-centered practice involves collaboration with families.  It is critical for families 
and early childhood special education teachers to work together to increase student 
outcomes, while keeping the needs of the family in mind (Hile, Santos, and Hughes, 
2016).  Themes discovered in the literature include: building relationships with families 
(Odom & Wolery, 2003), family engagement opportunities (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 
2020), and providing families with resources (Summers et al., 2007).  To increase family 
collaboration and engagement for the 2021-2022 school year, this project consisted of a 
series of handouts intended for families to practice research-based strategies at home, in 
their natural environment.  Parent handouts included research-based strategies to target 
skills in the five different developmental domains of early childhood:  fine and gross 
motor development, adaptive development, language development, social-emotional 
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Prior to 1997, IDEA focused on individuals rather than the family unit.  The 
reauthorization of IDEA in 1997 placed greater emphasis on providing early intervention 
services to the family unit versus solely focusing on children with disabilities or children 
who are at risk for disabilities.  The need to implement family-centered practices became 
apparent due to the shift from child-focused services to family-focused services (Hile, 
Santos, and Hughes, 2016).  Since then, the Division of Early Childhood (DEC) has 
recognized family-centered practice as the recommended model of service delivery for 
early intervention for young children with developmental delays. 
Researchers note that young children interact with their family more than any 
other person or group of people, thus placing their family in the optimal position to create 
opportunities for growth and development (Hile et al., 2016).  Early childhood 
professionals need to take into account each family’s experiences, priorities, and 
resources to determine best intervention strategies.  Additionally, keeping the family 
dynamic and daily routine in mind is necessary when using a family-centered practice.  It 
is critical for teachers and families to form collaborative relationships to increase student 
outcomes (Hile et al., 2016).  Thus, research shows to support families in facilitating their 





An effective collaborative partnership between families and professional service 
providers is a primary facet of family-centered practice (Dinnebeil, Hale, & Rule, 1999).  
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Emerging themes in research centered on building relationships with families, family 




It is essential for early childhood professionals working with families to establish 
positive relationships between the parents (or other caregivers) and their children (Odom 
& Wolery, 2003). The existence of strong relationships between parents and their 
children’s teachers significantly impacts how parents feel about the care and education 
their child receives.  Trust in the teacher or caregiver significantly influences the parent’s 
perception of the quality of care their child is receiving.  Furthermore, teachers who 
project a positive attitude toward the parent and child and who are responsive to their 
needs seem to create a respectful relationship with the parent (Knopf & Swick, 2007). 
Respecting the style and interests parents have can help to forge trusting and meaningful 
relations (Knopf & Swick, 2007).  Parents are powerfully impacted by how early 
childhood professionals relate to their children.  This research suggests the relationship 
parents have with early childhood professionals is significant and the relationship style 





Family engagement is defined by the National Association for Family, School, 
and Community Engagement (NAFSCE) as a “shared responsibility in which schools and 
other community agencies and organizations are committed to reaching out to engage 
families in meaningful ways and which families are committed to actively support their 
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children’s learning and development” (2021).  Family engagement must ensure parents 
play an active role in developing their child’s learning, that parents are actively involved 
in their child’s education at school, and that parents are full partners in their child’s 
education and included in decision-making (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020). 
Family engagement includes activities and behaviors that connect with and 
support children in ways that are interactive, purposeful, and directed toward meaningful 
learning and affective outcomes (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020).  Family engagement 
practices are divided into three types: engagement in the home, community, and school.  
Family engagement in the home is the most important resource for early learning as it 
facilitates learning in a child’s natural environment.  Some engagement activities in the 
home include book reading and parent-child conversations.   
Family engagement in the community offers opportunities for the student to learn 
about the world within the context of community.  Community engagement activities 
include volunteering in classrooms, participating in policy councils, or acting as a school 
liaison.    
Class newsletters or other online forums highlight one way in which family 
engagement can be facilitated in schools.  Family engagement in the school makes an 
intentional effort to connect with home (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020).  Schools must also 
actively reach out to children’s primary caregivers to jointly support children’s learning 
and development in ways most effective, yet comfortable for families.  The focus of 
family engagement should be on developing and promoting meaningful opportunities to 
engage family priorities and knowledge to support their child’s education (Kelty & 
Wakabayashi, 2020). 
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Families reported the need for more information about their child’s disability and 
the difficulty they experienced in accessing that information (Summers et al., 2007). This 
finding suggests early intervention services can do much more to meet families’ 
information needs.  Families might benefit from resources such as guest speakers and 
family-to-family gatherings.  Providing families with general information and resources 
is highly correlated with families’ ratings of empowerment when it comes to care for 
their child (Fordham et al., 2011). 
 
Barriers and Limitations 
  
Early childhood professionals identified significant barriers to using family-
centered practices.  Emerging themes in research centered on a lack of understanding 
and/or supportive work environments, family factors, and parent apprehension. 
 
Lack of Understanding and Supportive Work Environments 
 
Research shows there exists a lack of understanding for family-centered practice 
as well as unsupportive work environments.  Barriers to collaboration between the adults 
on a team may exist due to poor communication, lack of respect, lack of time for 
planning, and philosophic differences (Odom & Wolery, 2003).  This information is 
important because research has suggested that professionals in early intervention 
programs prefer working in a collaborative manner and that cohesive communication 
between special education and early childhood teachers in inclusive programs lead to 
greater engagement for children with disabilities (Odom & Wolery, 2003). Furthermore, 
barriers exist when different service providers have different ideas of family-centered 
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practices (Hile et al., 2016).  For example, some service providers may focus more on 
working solely with the child, whereas other service providers may spend their time 
teaching the family members how to work with their child.  Parents can become confused 
when service providers interact in different ways or have different expectations of them 
(Hile et al., 2016).  Lastly, some providers may not necessarily value family-centered 
service delivery and might lack skills necessary to support effective parent-professional 
collaboration (Murray & Mandell, 2006). 
 
Family Factors 
There are various family factors that may create barriers to family-centered 
practice.  It can be more challenging to implement family-centered practices with 
families in lower socioeconomic statuses as they often need to work multiple jobs, 
making it more challenging to schedule visits.  Furthermore, some parents have a difficult 
time engaging with their children because they have household chores or are too tired 
from working.    
Cultural expectations also create barriers to providing family-centered services.  
For example, service providers might not consider a family’s culture when planning 
interventions.  Therefore, they are not providing services based on the family’s needs, 
priorities, and concerns (Hile et al., 2016).   
A parent’s understanding of their child’s disability and expectations about how 
long it takes to see progress are also barriers to family-centered practices (Hile et al., 
2016).  If a parent has unrealistic expectations of their child’s capabilities, they may get 
frustrated with service providers for lack of progress in their child.   
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There are many apprehensions families face when it comes to family-centered 
services.  Fear of judgment lack of communication from school professionals were 
articulated as strong concerns by parents, which lead to ineffective family engagement 
(Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020).  Furthermore, some parents tend to perceive professionals 




This review of literature found several implications for practice.  First, building 
quality family-professional collaborative relationships is key to providing positive 
family-centered services.  Next, many opportunities for family engagement should be 
provided.  Last, supporting families through providing resources and information helps to 
build the family’s knowledge and helps them to feel empowered.  
Looking forward to the 2021-2022 school year, these implications will be 
imperative for me, as an early childhood professional to keep in mind when providing 
family-centered services.  Therefore, I have created a series of research-based strategy 
handouts for parents.  During a school conference or IEP meeting, handouts will be 
introduced to parents when a concern comes up about a specific developmental area.  
Parents will use these handouts with their child to practice skills in areas with delays.  
Parents will use the recording sheet to record activities they engaged in with their child 
along with comments about the activity.  The recording sheet will be shared with me so 
that I can provide specific feedback.  The inclusion of these handouts during a family 
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conference or IEP meeting will help ensure a meaningful and collaborative relationship 
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Activity Tracking Sheet for Parents 
Child’s Name: ______________________   Month: ___________________ 
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